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One of the fundamental concepts of the Christian faith 
is the belief that man stands in continual need of divine 
forgiveness. The prayer that Jesus taught His disciples to 
pray included a petition for forgiveness. Christian liturgy 
from that day to this has included prayers for the forgiveness 
of sins. But all too often these prayers have been repeated 
lightly, with little understanding of their meaning. 
Many seem to believe that a hastily mumbled prayer for 
forgiveness at reasonably frequent intervals will take care 
of the sin problem. Others depend on confessions into the 
ear of a priest as their means of unloading their burden 
of guilt. In this modern age, many substitute the psychia-
trist for the father confessor, and the couch for the place 
of prayer. Only rarely, it seems, is the subject of forgiveness 
studied in depth. 
Forgiveness is one of the manifestations of God's grace. 
"If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive 
us our sins." But the text does not stop here. It adds, "and 
to cleanse us from all unrighteousness." 1 John 1:9. Forgive-
ness is not a means of tolerating sin, but a means of effect-
ing a cure for sin. As one author has put it, "God's for-
giveness is not merely a judicial act by which He sets us 
free from condemnation. It is not only forgiveness for sin, 
but reclaiming from sin. It is the outflow of redeeming love 
that transforms the heart." It is inconceivable that God 
would be content merely to ignore sin for the asking. The 
purpose of the plan of salvation is to cure, not merely to 
console. 
God hates sin, but loves the sinner. It is hard for God 
to forgive, because He sees selfishness and corruption in 
their true light. God cannot condone wrongdoing, but  
He will not forsake the truly 
penitent wrongdoer. Forgive-
ness is the ultimate test of the 
love of God. Nothing is more 
unlike God than to tolerate 
sin; but nothing is more like ROBERTS 
God than to love the sinner. God's attitude toward sin is 
well illustrated by the following analogy of two mothers: 
"Here lies a familiar difference between two kinds of 
mothers. Some mothers have no moral depth, no moral 
seriousness. A superficial affectionateness distinguishes their 
motherhood. They have an instinctive maternity for their 
offspring, such as bears have for their cubs or birds for 
their fledglings. When the son of such a mother becomes 
a prodigal and wallows in vice, she will receive him again—
will receive him, condoning his sin, making light of it, 
saying that it does not matter, making up more excuses for 
it than he ever could himself concoct. But some of us had 
mothers who never would have forgiven us that way. They 
would have forgiven us, but, alike for them and for us, it 
would have been serious. They would have borne upon 
their hearts the outrage of our sin as though they had com-
mitted it themselves. They would have gone with vicarious 
steps to the gateway of any hell we turned our feet toward, 
and stood grief-stricken at the door till we came out. They 
would have put themselves in our places, lived in our stead, 
felt upon their innocence the burden of our guilt. They 
would have forgiven us, but it would have turned their 
hair gray. This is forgiveness. It always means self-substitu-
tion. He who gives forgiveness gives himself. And it is 
not easy."—The Protestant Pulpit, page 193. 
Ultimate Test of the Love of God. What the Familiar Petition Should Mean to Us.  
God's forgiveness may be called soul surgery. The cancer 
of sin invades the personality and can be removed only by 
painful experiences. No easy panaceas suffice. David is a 
Biblical example of this truth. On two occasions he sinned 
grievously—once in his unlawful love for Bathsheba, and 
again in his selfish motives that prompted him to take a 
census of his nation. In both cases he repented and God 
forgave him; but the soul surgery was severe. Imagine his 
remorse as he saw multitudes suffer as the result of his sin. 
Imagine the tears he shed as his own family disintegrated 
because of his influence. After the census episode, at the 
direction of a prophet, he offered a burnt offering. A friend 
volunteered to donate the site and the animals for the 
offering. David replied, "Nay; but I will surely buy it of 
thee at a price: neither will I offer burnt offerings unto the 
Lord my God of that which doth cost me nothing." 2 Samuel 
24:24. David learned through experience the seriousness 
of sin and the costliness of forgiveness. Figuratively speak-
ing, God's tears mingled with David's tears before David's 
forgiveness was complete—not because God did not love 
David, but because He hated sin. 
Does this mean that forgiveness must be purchased by 
penance and the purchase of absolution or indulgence? 
No. These are human inventions. But it does mean that 
the process of forgiveness, with its corollary cleansing, 
is not a trifling matter. It is not salve, but surgery, that our 
souls need. And God applies the scalpel with a skillful and 
loving hand. 
Remember Peter and his remorse over his denial of his 
Lord. He was forgiven, but at what a price! He "wept 
bitterly." A broken heart made possible a restored soul. 
A most interesting facet of the doctrine of forgiveness 
is found in the teaching of Jesus. It was early in His minis-
try that He gave His disciples what we know as the Lord's 
Prayer. In this prayer was the petition, "Forgive us our 
trespasses." But these words were immediately followed 
by the qualifying phrase, "as we forgive those who trespass 
against us." Following the prayer, the Master adds an ex-
planatory comment, "For if ye forgive men their trespasses, 
your heavenly Father will also forgive you: but if ye for-
give not men their trespasses, neither will your Father 
forgive your trespasses." 
Near the middle of Jesus' ministry, Jesus told a story 
illustrating this condition of forgiveness. A man owed his 
king "ten thousand talents" and was forgiven. The same 
man insisted on collecting from a fellow servant who owed 
him only "one hundred pence." The king's wrath was severe. 
The lesson is spelled out in Matthew 18:35: "So likewise 
shall My heavenly Father do also unto you, if ye from 
your hearts forgive not everyone his brother their tres-
passes." 
At the close of Jesus' ministry, during the final week 
before His crucifixion, Jesus said, "And when ye stand 
praying, forgive, if ye have aught against any: that your 
Father also which is in heaven may forgive you your tres-
passes." During the same eventful week, He illustrated 
what He meant by forgiveness. When He Himself hung 
on the cross, He prayed, "Father, forgive them." To whom 
did He refer? This prayer was a sincere petition in behalf 
of the Pharisees and priests who hated Him so violently, 
of Pilate and Herod who could have delivered Him, of 
the hardened soldiers who tormented Him, and of all man- 
kind whose sins helped place Him on the cross. Jesus, who 
needed no forgiveness, was willing to forgive. 
These excerpts from the teaching and examples of Jesus 
teach us something that evangelical theology has often 
overlooked. In a worthy endeavor to extol the love and 
grace of God, it is often stated that man's sins were com-
pletely atoned for at the cross; therefore, there are no con-
ditions to salvation. Redemption is free. "Jesus paid it all." 
These statements are true, but Jesus makes it plain that if 
we are to receive the most basic blessing of the gospel, for-
giveness of sins, we must be willing to forgive those who 
sin against us. Paul's teaching reflects this principle, in 
Ephesians 4:32 ( A.R.V.) : "Be ye kind one to another, 
tenderhearted, forgiving each other, even as God also in 
Christ forgave you." Man is saved by God's grace through 
faith. He is not saved by works; yet the statement of Jesus 
is clear and must be recognized: "If ye forgive not men 
their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your tres-
passes." A penitent sinner, then, must recognize his respon-
sibility to his fellowman in order to secure divine forgive-
ness, without which salvation is not possible. "We are not 
forgiven because we forgive but as we forgive. The ground 
of all forgiveness is found in the unmerited love of God; 
but by our attitude toward others we show whether we 
have made that love our own." 
This doctrine has an intensely practical significance. It 
is easy to repeat the words in church, "Forgive us our 
trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us;" but 
the real test comes in human experience. Suppose some-
one cheats me out of everything I own. Suppose someone 
lies about me. Suppose someone harms my child. In circum-
stances like this, can 1 forgive? The answer comes clear 
when we consider how much God has forgiven us. Accord-
ing to the new covenant, God says, "I will forgive their 
iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more." See 
Jeremiah 31:31-34. This same new-covenant Christianity 
includes an attitude of forgiveness toward our fellowmen. 
The cross of Jesus demonstrates for all time that for-
giveness cannot be considered lightly. Jesus paid an infinite 
price that He might forgive. And, in so doing, He gave His 
followers an example of forgiving love that has spoken to 
the hearts of men and women through the ages. From 
Calvary comes the message that God's children may be 
forgiven and must be forgiving. This is one of the greatest 
doctrines of the Christian faith. [END) 
Once-Dead Church Revives 
(Continued from page 20) 
us, however, there still exist modes of dress and pom 
posities which serve to affirm different positions: flarn 
ing colors, ermine, trains. People would be edified to see 
ecclesiastics dress simply.' " 
Whither all this will lead no one can tell. The forces al-
ready at work are so powerful, so dynamic, that anything 
could happen. 
"Suppose," I said to a Jesuit visitor to the Protestant 
Pastoral Conference at Berkeley in February, 1962, "at some 
future time a conservative like Cardinal Ottaviani should 
become pope, would the liberal movement in the church 
be crushed?" 
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